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CHILD LABOR AND PUBLIC HEALTH.*

By EDWARD N. CLOPPER,
Ohio Valley Secretary, National Child Labor Committee.

The protection of children from premature or otherwise improper
employment and the consequent promotion and safeguarding of the
welfare of society, necessitate, first, a comprehensive and carefully drawn
child labor law, and second, complete and impartial enforcement. Social
workers are advocating the adoption by the states of the standard child
labor law which is composed of the best provisions of the various statutes
now in force in those states having the most advanced legislation on this
subject. So we have a goal toward which to work in the first essential
movement for child labor reform-a standard law, the provisions of which
have already been proved necessary by the experience of several states.
The second essential movement-the securing of the law's enforcement-
is by far the more important and the more difficult step toward child labor
reform.

The standard child labor law may be a thing of beauty as it reposes
tranquilly on the pages of an admiring commonwealth's statute books, but
it can never become a joy forever until it is completely and impartially en-
forced. The preservation of the health, and therefore the future efficiency,
of working children depend in large measure upon strict enforcement. Refer-
ring to the physical effects of the abuse of children by premature labor in
Italy, Mosso says: "The ruin which the exhaustion of fatigue brings
about in man, appears clearly in the degeneration of our race in some parts
of Italy. In the province of Caltanissetta, for example, in the four years
from 1881 to 1884, out of 3,672 sulphur workers, youths of twenty years of
age, who presented themselves for examination, only 203 were declared
fit for military service." I quote this statement to show the fearful
ravages entailed by a neglected form of child labor and to urge the neces-
sity of better administration of the laws that we have now in this country
relative to the employment of children. In the United States at the pres-
ent day bad conditions still exist. The results of the investigation made
by the Department of Commerce and Labor into the conditions surround-
ing working women and children have not yet been made public in their
entirety, although it has been nearly four years since Congress authorized
the study, but we learn that in the textile industry 5.2% of the employees
in northern cotton mills are children under 16 years, while 20% in the
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southern mills are children. The difference between the findings in the
mills and in the homes concerning the ILLEGAL employment of children is
worthy of special note: the study of age groups in the mills reveals .4%.
of the northern children working UNDER the legal age, while the homes
reveal 4% or 10 times as many; in the South the mills show 1.64% and the
homes the enormous proportion of 24.6% working under 12 years-of
whom 8.2% are under 9 years. In the southern mills 52.4% of the chil-
dren under 14 years can neither read nor write, as against 12.2% of those
working illegally under this age in the North. Among children of 14 and
15 years, about 7% in the North are illiterate, in the South 35.5%. In
two states mills were found regularly exceeding the legal limit of work
hours. Eleven mills were found in various states "stealing time" by
beginning before the hour scheduled in the morning and at noon. Seven
mills REQUIRE overtime work, three of these from children as well as
women. In North and South Carolina 32 mills employ 549 children from
11j2 to 12 hours a NIGHT for five nights in the week. What will be the
ruin wrought upon these children by "the exhaustion of fatigue?"

When we think of the conditions under which these children work,
and the effect upon their health, it is disappointing to read the mild opin-
ion of the Board of Health of a great textile manufacturing state, concern-
ing bad conditions in cotton mills: "A weave-room with poor light,
unnecessarily high temperature, some dust and an excess of moisture is
not, from a sanitary point of view, a desirable roomn to work in. Neither
is a spinning-room with considerable dust flying about, together with
excessive heat and undue moisture. " This is too much like saying that
water is damp. It would be more in line with the real policy for safe-
guarding the health of employees, if in addition to insisting upon the im-
provement of such conditions, the board also declared that children
under 16 years should not be employed at night nor more than 8 hours
a day.

The principle that it is harmful both to the child and to society for
children under the age of 16 years to be employed at any dangerous work,
or at gainful occupation at night, or more than 8 hours a day, has been
accepted in its entirety in this country by only five states and the District
of Columbia. These six governments provide a total of 66 factory inspec-
tors to enforce their child labor laws, and of this number, 53 are within the
two states of Ohio and Illinois. Upon the efficiency of these officers very
largely depends the well-being of the working children of these states.
It is therefore cruel and short-sighted on the part of any state government
not to provide an adequate force of inspectors who devote their time solely
to inspection and prosecution.
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Take for example the state of West Virginia, which ranks 36th in the
Union with respect to child labor restriction; this state employs one lone
man, the Commissioner of Labor, to enforce its laws on child labor, woman
labor, sanitary condition of work-rooms and safety appliances, and also
requires him to gather and compile the labor statistics and to conduct a
free employment bureau. Is it surprising then that right in the city of
Wheeling where this American "Pooh-Bah " has his office, the secretary of
the Associated Charities found a 10-year-old boy who was working overtime
in a glass factory? At the boy's home the mother said, "George is up-
stairs asleep, and he wanted me to call him, but I just made up my mind
that he needs rest. Everybody thinks he is sick because he is thin and
pale, but he isn't-he has just been working too hard! "

At intervals we have rudely thrust upon us the conviction that our offi-
cials in every state are not sufficient in number or are not careful in their
administration of the child labor law; as when we read in the newspapers
that a 12-year-old boy has, by his next friend, sued a company for damages
because of the loss of an arm in their planing mill, or when we learn that a
13-year-old girl has been taken home from a paper-box factory in a fainting
condition because of overwork.

Eternal vigilance is the price of protection for childhood everywhere-
even in the states having the most advanced legislation, as in Ohio, where
in a Cincinnati candy factory, the inspector, after having been told by the
manager that no girls were employed, explored the establishment and
found 21 girls working in the cellar where there was no ventilation and
light from only two smnall windows.

The working children of West Virginia suffer further because of their
one inspector's blind, illogical, and illegal policy of permitting certain
children under the legal age to continue at work, on the ground that they
are orphans and their mothers need their earnings. In a recent interview
this official calmly stated that the law made an exception of them, which
it does not. He declared further that there were only seven children under
14 years employed in the entire state. He probably had in mind a photo-
graph of seven glass factory bovs, all under 14 years and none of them
orphans, which the Secretary of the State Child Labor Committee recently
took in the hope that it might help to get some degree of enforcement of
the law in the town where she lives.

The specter of the orphan and the widowed mother still looms large
wherever child labor regulation is advocated. This is the attitude of
almost all our opponents, and it is peculiarly unfortunate when it is assumed
by the very person who is charged with enforcing the law. Both the legal
and the illegal exemption of orphans from the protection of the law is
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especially to be deplored. It places on children already handicapped, the
additional burden of wage-earning at an age when, according to the very
statute that grants the exemption or the official who tolerates it, children
in more fortunate circumstances need protection. It is a false philan-
thropy and amounts to a denial of the birthright of childhood-protec-
tion, education, training, and play.

This mark of sympathy for the orphans by taking them into factories
at an early age, reminds one of Lanigan's fable about the "Kind-Hearted
She-Elephant ": "An elephant while stamping through the Jungle one
day quite unintentionally stepped upon a Mother Bird, crushing it to
death. Hearing the cries of the Little Brood in the bushes near by she
sought out the nest, and with a sympathetic sigh said: 'Poor little
things! I've been a mother myself, I'll keep you warm,' and proceeded to
sit upon the nest!"

The absence of adequate requirements for the proof of age of children
about to go to work, is another misfortune in those states where either no
proof at all is demanded or merely the parent's affidavit is accepted. In
Indiana, if a relative swears that a child is 14 years of age or over, the child
may legally enter any gainful occupation. This system places a premium
upon perjury and often results in great injustice to the child. The em-
ployer is protected from prosecution by the parent's affidavit, but the child
is exposed to exploitation by unscrupulous relatives. The following
instance will serve to illustrate the possibilities for abuse that lurk in this
well-meaning but impotent statute: John attended a public school in
Cincinnati where he was examined by a medical inspector and found
to be suffering with defective vision caused by syphilis, the prognosis
being that he would be practically blind. The boy was taken out of the
regular school and placed in the special school for blind children. Subse-
quently he went to Indiana to live with relatives, and last spring the
principal of this special school told me that she understood he was employed
in a brick-yard there, that she knew his eyesight was bad and was sure
he could not be 14 years of age. I reported the case at once to the chief
factory inspector of Indiana, who went to the town and found that the
boy had been employed in the brick-yard, that he had an affidavit showing
him to be 14 years of age, and that he had already quit work and left the
town. In advising me of his findings, the inspector protested against
"such misrepresentation" and declared that the trip had been "a wild-
goose chase. " I then started an inquiry to ascertain the exact date of this
boy's birth and found that he was actually under 14 years, and therefore
the affidavit with which he obtained employment was false.
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This case not only illustrates the inadequate protection afforded by an
unreliable method for the proof of age but also shows the need of medical
examination of all applicants for the employment certificate, so as to pre-
vent the further injury and waste consequent upon the exploitation and
neglect of the unfit child.

Even after medical inspection of school children, many parents continue
unmindful of the advice and warnings given concerning physical ailments
or defects, and as soon as the age limit for compulsory attendance at school
is reached, send their offspring to work. Out of the 3,285 children under
16 years of age in Cincinnati, who went to work last year for the first time
in their lives, 70% were 14 years old-in other words, most of them had
just passed the period during which attendance at school is required. If
only proof of age and educational qualifications are demanded, it is inevi-
table that among the recruits annually supplied to the ranks of child work-
ers there are many who are physically unfit for work.

The powers of the local boards of health should be enlarged, by making
it a provision essential to every good child labor law that every child
under 16 years who applies for an employment certificate must be examined
by a physician of the board of health, and shall not receive the certificate
unless he is found to be physically fit to go to work. Only one state in the
Union-Massachusetts-makes such a requirement, and there the pro-
vision is brand new. On August 1, an act took effect in that state requir-
ing the physicians appointed to inspect the children of the public schools
to examine all pupils who are about to leave school to go to work, certify-
ing in writing whether or not each child is in sufficiently sound health to
enter upon employment for wages. Officers, before issuing an employ-
ment certificate to a child, must receive a satisfactory report of its physical
condition from a physician. Hence only in Massachusetts can we be
sure that a child suffering with tuberculosis, spinal curvature, or any
abnormal condition, will not be permitted to become a breadwinner and
expose both itself and society to the dangers of further physical deteriora-
tion and increased industrial inefficiency. And even in Massachusetts
we can feel sure of this protection only when this law is enforced.

The standard child labor law which we are still struggling to have
enacted by the legislatures of many states contains merely the first
approach to such a requirement-namely, a permissive clause to the effect
that the officer issuing the employment certificate MAY require a physician's
certificate if IN HIS OPINION the child has not reached the normal develop-
ment of a child of its age, and is not in sound health or is physically unable
to perform the work which it intends to do. When it is considered that
in communities where employment certificates are required, the issuing
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officer is almost invariably a layman, unable to determine whether or not
a child is physically below normal, and that the issuance of the certificates
is simply an extra duty added to his other work and almost universally
performed in a careless manner, we begin to appreciate the lack of adequate
protection for the children who go to work in the few states that have
passed the standard law, not to mention the many states that lag behind
in the matter of restrictive legislation.

Another essential element in the proper administration of child labor
laws is the granting to the State Board of Health the power to determine
whether or not any particular trade or manufacturing process is sufficiently
injurious to children to justify their exclusion from it. Such a law is now
in effect in Massachusetts, where the State Board of Health has this power
with respect to the work of minors under 18 years of age; after the Board
has notified a manufacturer that his industry has been included among
those deemed injurious to children under 18 he is subject to a fine of $200
if he persists in employing them. The extension of this power to state
boards should be granted by every state in the Union.

The application of the advanced age limit to certain lines of work has
just been found necessary for the protection of boys from the -evil influ-
ences and bad physical effects that result from their employment in mes-
senger service at night. New York bars boys under 21 years from engaging
in this work, and Ohio fixes the limit at 18 years. These are both recent
enactments. We have found that the night messenger service consists
almost altogether of running errands in connection with the three great
evils of gambling, drink, and prostitution, and that the boys engaged in it
are not merely given the opportunity to become acquainted with the worst
aspects of city life after dark, but by the very nature of their work are
actually thrust into the vilest associations and forced into familiarity with
the most degrading vices. Most of the night messengers are on familiar
terms with the denizens of the local underworld and suffer with acquired
venereal disease. If this work is to be done at all, place the age limit at
21 years, as in New York, and let it be done by men.

There is a very close connection between the problems of public health
and child labor. The abolition of improper conditions of child labor i
any form will greatly promote public health and well-being, but in
order to proceed intelligently toward this desired end we must have full
information regarding both the causes and the effects of present day con-
ditions.

Dr. Henry B. Favill says, "If the state is to undertake the establish-
ment of conditions designed to safeguard health, it is imperative that the
foundation of accurate knowledge upon which to base radical and compre-
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hensive legislation be laid. What we must strive for is knowledge, and to
this end, the interested forces demand a National Bureau of Health, the
most valuable function of which shall be the culture of intelligence upon
defective health-the basis of crime, pauperism, and degeneracy, as well as
that widespread inefficiency due to obvious disease."

Similarly we must have an authoritative source for the supply of
accurate and UP-TO-DATE information concerning all matters pertaining
to the welfare of children, such as infant mortality, the birth rate, physical
degeneracy, orphanage, juvenile delinquency, desertion, and illegitimacy,
child labor, dangerous occupations, accidents, and diseases of children of
the industrial classes, and such other facts as have a bearing upon the
health, efficiency, character, and training of children. To secure this
source for reliable, prompt, and therefore useful information of this kid,
social workers have been urging the establishment at Washington of a
federal cildren's bureau so that the ills of the nation's children shall have
the same attention from the government as the boll-weevil in cotton and
the cholera in hogs.


